Natural exposure to Alternaria spores induces allergic rhinitis symptoms in sensitized children.
Allergic rhinitis is associated with exposure to inhaled allergens. Allergic sensitization to the fungus Alternaria is common, especially in warm climates, but the relevance of sensitization to Alternaria in the generation of rhinitis has not been elucidated. The aim of this study was to determine whether natural exposure to Alternaria induces rhinoconjuctivitis symptoms in Alternaria-sensitized children. Symptoms of rhinoconjuctivitis in 132 atopic (measured by skin prick tests) children (aged 7-12 years) in inland New South Wales Australia were measured using parent-completed questionnaires in summer and winter 1998. Airborne concentrations of Alternaria spores and grass pollen were measured throughout the study period using a Burkard volumetric trap. The relation between airborne concentrations of Alternaria spores and symptoms of rhinoconjunctivitis was examined using Wilcoxon's matched pairs signed ranked test and generalized estimating equations. The proportion of children atopic to Alternaria reporting symptoms of rhinitis was significantly higher in the summer, when airborne concentrations of Alternaria were high, than in the winter, when airborne concentrations were low (66.2% vs. 38.2% for nasal symptoms at night, p = 0.0001, 70.6% vs. 51.52% for nasal symptoms during the day, p = 0.02). The proportion of children using anti-allergic treatment was also higher in summer than in winter (anti-allergic medication for the nose 39.7% vs. 17.7%, p = 0.0003). A strong correlation between airborne concentrations of grass pollen and Alternaria was found (R = 0.94, p < 0.001). However, when all children atopic to ryegrass were excluded from the analyses, significant associations between symptoms and season remained. We conclude that exposure to Alternaria spores may be an important cause of allergic rhinoconjunctivitis.